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WAGNER'S PARSIFAL, OR THE CULT OF LITURGICAL 
AESTHETICISM 

BY EDWARD MARTYN 

IT is a curious fact, but not at all out of keeping with those 
contradictions of our time, which prevail everywhere, and more 
especially in our own land of manifold contrariness, that if a 

lover of liturgical music wishes to hear something to his taste he 
must go for it rather to the theatre than to the church. This may 
at first seem enigmatical to readers who are accustomed to hear the 
secular art of the theatre made responsible nowadays for the deplor- 
able decadence of church music. But if closer examined, it will be 
found that while the theatre is to blame in one sense, my contention 
is true in another sense. For instance, take a notorious example. 
We all know that Gounod has written much church music so called: 
but in reality it will be seen he has written very little; and that little 
is to be found in the church scene in Faust. The remainder of his 
so-called church music is hardly distinguishable from his customary 
operatic outflow. He saw that his only chance of selling his wares 
was to supply a vast vulgar demand. And he did sell them well, 
and must have made a fortune by debasing liturgical music. Where, 
however, he found it necessary to give the sensation of a church in 
Faust, that is to differentiate it in music from the music of the rest 
(which with the exception of the beautiful waltz and ballet music in 
the second act is the original well of treacle from which nearly all 
his subsequent compositions flowed), he was driven perforce to write 
some truly religious strains which he would not have dared to 
introduce into any of his so-called liturgical productions. Thus 
operatic music has arrived at such perfection among us that we will 
tolerate in it the fitting expression of any phase of drama--even that 
of liturgical feeling which we dislike so much in its proper place, 
the church. And there are in other operas instances of a similar kind; 
but as I am about to consider the most renowned and greatest, they 
need not be enumerated. They contribute to show that a certain 
definite character impossible to mistake is in all liturgical music; 
and the attraction which this has for certain intelligences is so great 
as to reduce all other forms of the art to a lesser grade in their 
estimation. 

Parsifal is the work of modern times which gives the grandest 
expression to this peculiar aestheticism. Indeed in its unspeakably 
beautiful music Wagner has written liturgical pieces which may be 
entitled to take their places beside Capella of the golden age, the 
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sixteenth century. The two scenes they illustrate are the most 
impressive that ever have been presented in the theatre. They 
disclose the temple of the Holy Grail in all its splendour of Byzan- 
tine proportions and mystery of colour. The action is a holding of 
the mid-day love feast which is shown to the thoughtless Parsifal. 
In the previous scene he has wandered to the domain of the Holy 
Grail, and with his light-hearted simplicity has shot a swan where all 
life is sacred. His ignorance of the world induces one of the knigits 
custodians to think that he may at last be the promised reine thor 
who will come to cure and supersede Amfortas, the fallen and 
wounded, as king and priest of Montsalvat. Thus he is introduced 
into the mosaic lighted hall and shown this spectral function, if 
perchance it may inspire him. Then it is that are heard those 
extraordinary liturgical choirs-voices of youths singing in three 
parts, alto and two tenors barely accompanied by a few instruments, 
so skilfully managed as to give the effect of an unaccompanied 
choir while sustaining the pitch with the following sections. This 
gorgeous unseen choir sings four passages with short orchestral 
interludes. In poignancy and depth of colour their singing might 
pass for a motet of Vittoria. Indeed, a progression is identical with 
one in the Spaniard's splendid motet O magnum mysterium. And 
if Wagner has felt the influence of this great liturgical master, he 
has felt that of another and greater in Der Glaube lebt, a Donatello 
child polyphony for three soprani and an alto, boys' voices ringing 
out from the topmost cupola wi-h all the radiant intricacy of a 
Benedictus by Palestrina-such as, for instance, the one for boys 
in that celestial mass of his he calls Lauda Sion. 

At the last scene of all-(where Titurel lies dead and his son 
Amfortas refuses to raise the Grail, and where Parsifal having con- 
quered Klingsor returns as king and priest of Montsalvat to heal 
Amfortas with touch of the sacred lance he has recaptured-the litur- 
gical style is changed to something more resembling the oratorio, and 
culminates in that supreme chorus known as Erldsung dem Erlaser, 
the theme of which, so beautiful and impressive, is worked up from 
the basses to the high trebles with incomparable musical effect. This 
is how Verlaine describes it in his sonnet. He surely gives the 
essence of Parsifal in these adorable lines: 

"Avec la lance qui perqa le Flanc supreme! 
I1 a gueri le roi, le voici roi lui-meme, 
Et prftre du tr;s Saint Trsor essentiel. 
En robe d'or il adore, gloire et symbole, 
Le vase pur o0a resplendit le sang rdel. 
-Et, 8 ces voix d'enfants chantant dans la coupole i" 
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What is this liturgical character that we are insisting upon so 
much in church music? It is nothing more than the ancient primal 
inspiration of art which, wherever it existed, arose only from the 
exaltation and the awe of religious feeling. Religion was the first 
inspirer of art. It inspired the most sublime art that the world has 
ever known. That art is now of the past. Between its various 
manifestations, whether Pagan or Christian, there is a certain generic 
likeness as there is between all modern art since. Beauty and awe 
best describe the characteristics of the Old. We recognise them in the 
Parthenon and the sculptures of Pheidias as in Beauvais Cathedral. 
Character and profanity (when not inanity and vulgarity) describe 
the modern. This generalisation applies to music especially. The 
old music, suffused by the spirit of prayer and liturgy, has this same 
quality and likeness, whether Christian, Mahometan, or Pagan. 
Liturgical music is grand and beautiful and grave always. The 
wonderful chant of the Muezzin calling the people to prayer, the 
Brahaminical chants, the exquisite intonations of the Greek Church, 
the Gregorian Chant--all seem related in character, while polyphonic 
developments, such as those entrancing responses of the Russian 
Church and the Hellenic perfection of Roman Cappella, are identical 
in intention and effect. 

By the end of the seventeenth century liturgical music was 
practically extinct, killed by encroachments of a secular spirit, 
which gradually arrived at expressing itself through instrumentalism 
and the opera. In the old order, where religion was the inspirer, 
whatever might be intended for secular art, of course could not 
escape this all-powerful religious influence. That is why the old 
secular music, such as the Madrigal, is in style undistinguishable 
from the motet. 

But then came the full Renaissance with its playing at paganism, 
in which it naturally could not believe. To seek inspiration from 
such a source could only result in insincerity and a general leaning to 
profanity as well as corruption. Thus was engendered the spirit of 
secularism, which found its outcome in the profuse and luxurious 
art of the palace. And music, too, must serve this purpose and so 
become chiefly profane. Its highest aim now was the opera, lately 
invented and destined to kill liturgical song in due time. 

Thus an inverted process took place; and musicians who in 
former times were compelled by their genius to make all music 
religious, must even now make it secular, and compose for the church 
in the style of the opera, if they were to practise a living art at all. 
This is the true explanation of the decadence, and the refutation of 
those who would have it that modern church music is as fitted for 
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the church as the old, because in the old music there was also no 
difference between religious and secular feeling. It is also the reason 
why the cultured of all lands admire the old art as ideally liturgical, 
although I have never known them to be able to explain why. Of 
course the majority of people will not even admit this at all; for 
to them old music is merely disagreeable. I suppose it is that 
modern humanity made kin by vulgarity, modern nature's most 
appealing touch-but especially our people in Ireland, whom perverse 
education and worse government have distorted to the degradation 
of intellectual savagery-must perforce prefer to what is grand and 
beautiful the slack bath water of Gounod and such like, poured 
forth from the bosoms of bepadded and befeathered screamers. At 
all events, this bad taste is in keeping with that which is responsible 
for the horrors of modern church ornamentation and stained glass. 
It is futile to expect people with such preferences to be exalted by 
Gregorian chant, or the glories of Cappella, as it hovers through 
incense in the dim vaulted minster, over tapers burning steady like 
stars. Alas! modern souls are irresponsive to the greatest of all 
aestheticisms. 

I often wonder why people with these profane and crude pro- 
clivities-the outgrowth of those music ideals of the back parlours 
which have raised Mrs. Bung or Mrs. Butcher and their daughters 
to the dignity of arbiters in matters of taste for most of the clergy 
-have not long ago clamoured for female acolytes as well as female 
choristers. Without presuming to judge whether it would be as 
right to concede one as the other, I may merely remark that it might 
have prodigious results in popularising to the level of the vulgar 
and pretentions the services of the Church. 

And that reminds me of some incongruities in the representation 
of Parsifal. According to the directions in the score, all the singing 
of the Grail scenes, as befit their ascetic character, is to be executed 
by men and boys. Only in the last Grail scene does a woman come 
at all, and then silently, when Kundry the penitent follows Parsifal 
and dies in ecstasy as he raises the Grail. But this is not how those 
scenes are ever represented. I suppose Wagner shrank from the 
extra labour of training. Certain it is they used some women's voices 
even in the chorus der Glaube lebt, and on one occasion I heard an 
instrument accompanying, I suppose to maintain the pitch. Anyhow, 
in these scenes, while there are fine tenors and basses, we miss that 
peculiar hard beauty of boy's voices, which is so fitted for liturgical 
music. As for the spectacular part, to see affected chorus girls 
walking like hens, one carrying the shrine, and others the vessels and 
loaves, instead of boys with their unconscious gracefulness, was so 
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grotesquely incongruous that I have no doubt it would have satisfied 
the most genteel opinion in Mrs. Bung's back parlour. As for 
myself, it only made me close my eyes in pain. These faults, how- 
ever, only belong to the representation. The music itself remains 
immortal in its beauty. The whole of the second act, from the 
beginning of the first scene where the wizard Klingsor sees in his 
magic mirror Parsifal approach to destroy his castle and win back 
the sacred lance, to the end of the second scene, where, after 
the failure of the maidens and of Kundry, their master hurls 
the lance at Parsifal, is represented with perfect appropriateness. 
Its great chorus of the magic maidens, one of the most beautiful 
masterworks in all music, reminds me of some allegorical myth 
painted by Botticelli, so wistful its melodies, so hectic its colour, and 
withal so unearthly, but in by no means a heavenly way. Indeed it 
is certain that, if females are out of place as liturgical singers, or 
even as angels, a character which some not too refined sentimentalists 
have succeeded in forcing on them, largely to the detriment of 
modern art, they are here as profane singers or emissaries of evil, 
both in regard to voice and appearance, triumphantly in their place 
without chance of disturbance or dispute. 

Thus we see the composers of operas may give in the theatre 
a sense of liturgical grandeur without exciting the opposition of the 
Philistines, while they would be condemned if they attempted to 
give it in the Church. This is perhaps not so difficult to account for 
when we remember the long fight and final victory of Wagner for the 
establishment of right canons in the music drama. Besides, in this 
mean age, where the pristine might of religious art appeals only to 
a few aesthetes, and where even the best of the others have mere 
secular art tastes, with the multitude settling down into barbarism, 
there would naturally be a leave for good work in the lower aims 
of the opera which would not be tolerated by cleric or lay in church 
music, or indeed in any other form of aesthetics which appertains to 
the Church. And it always must be remembered, too, that the 
secular taste which hailed the original Italian opera, caused to be 
made thereby a development decidedly inferior to the great litur- 
gical music it supplanted. In this way of deterioration the new 
music was bound to be the more popular, and so made it more 
possible for great reformers in time to direct its further and higher 
development. That opera was a lighter and altogether inferior 
class of music which never attained to real grandeur until his time, 
is proved by Wagner, who thus speaks of it in Zukunftsmusik: 

"For the rise of opera in Italy marks the downfall of Italian 
music-an assertion the truth of which will be obvious to anyone 
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who has acquired an adequate notion of the sublimity, the wealth and 
ineffably expressive depth of Italian church music in the previous 
century, and after hearing the Stabat Mater of Palestrina, for 
instance, can never honestly maintain that Italian opera is a legiti- 
mate daughter of that wondrous mother." 
It must have been, as with me, through Wagner back to Beethoven, 
through Beethoven to Bach, through Bach to the superhuman per- 
fection of Palestrina, that the few who were gifted to perceive so 
celestial a beauty, have revived the cult of liturgical aestheticism. 
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